The changing role of women's economic activities in developing countries is a topic of particular importance, not only because women represent a significant resource of much underutilized labour in the non-household sector but also because women's activities are intimately tied to the structure of the family. Low levels of female participation in the labour force suggest that much of the potential human talent and skills in a society arc restricted to household endeavours. For the objectives of both eliminating discrimination against women in employment and expanding the pool of human resources for development, there is a growing scientific and policy interest in the study of socioeconomic development and women's labour force participation. Of considerable interest is the relationship between women's economic roles and fertility. While the causal structure of this relationship is still an unresolved topic, there is a basic consensus that the transition from high to low fertility levels is closely intertwined with the changing social and economic roles of women.'
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In spite of these concerns, there are only a handful of empirical studies of trends in women's labour force participation in developing countries. The major factor accounting for this dearth of studies has been the lack of comparable time-series data in most developing countries. Moreover, the difficulties of accurately measuring the often multidimensional economic activities of women complicate the problems of comparability of different data sources. While the possibility of cross-national analysis as a surrogate for longitudinal study is instructive, the inference of secular trends and the relationships to developmental processes must always be tentative.
This study analyses changes in labour force participation of women, in both the agricultural and non-agricultural sectors in Peninsular Malaysia, based upon 1957 and 1970 census data. By examining patterns among the three major ethnic communities of Malays, Chinese, and Indians, it is possible to have both a comparative and trend analysis. The richness of the 1970 census data, available in a two per cent sample tape, makes possible a rather detailed examination of the determinants of and constraints on women's participation in the modern sector.
Economic Development and Female Labour Force Participation
The conventional hypothesis is that labour force participation of women increases during the course of socioeconomic development. This hypothesis is largely informed This research was supported by a grant, "Social Change and Ethnic Inequality in Malaysia" (MH 30663-1), from ( D.C., 1974), pp. 20-23. by the historical experience of some Western countries over the last century, though the upward trend of women in the labour force has not been linear or even continuous.2 The expected relationship of higher women's labour force participation (outside the home) as a result ofdevelopment is given further credence by the evidence from cross-sectional studies that compare the more developed countries.3 A somewhat different formulation is that the trend during economic development follows a U-shaped pattern, with women's participation rates first falling and then rising during the latter stages of the developmental process.4 The initial drop in participation is due to a decline in agricultural work, while the latter rise occurs as the modem sector expands.
However, detailed empirical analyses of both cross-sectional and longitudinal data have not found unequivocal support for any hypothesis that female labour force participation is a simple function of economic development.5 In the most comprehensive comparative study to date, Durand finds modest support for the first part of the U-shaped hypothesis, that women's activity rates declined in the early stages of economic development, but finds no consistent patterns among countries at medium and at higher levels of development.6
There seem to be many other factors that also determine the extent of women's labour force activities in any society, particularly those related to the nature of family organization and cultural values regarding women's roles. For instance, the sociocultural context of the family and women's roles in Latin America and the Middle East appear to be almost polar opposites, and this is also reflected in their levels of women's labour force activities, in spite of comparable levels of economic development.7 Yet other than providing post-hoc explanations for empirical differences, the cultural hypothesis does not lead to greater understanding of societal differences, for the basic question of the determinants of cultural orientations as well as their interrelationships to socioeconomic change are unresolved.
In this analysis, we observe the changing levels of women's labour force activities in Peninsular Malaysia and their variance between ethnic communities. The differences between ethnic groups only seem partially due to differential opportunities for work, yet we remain skeptical about cultural orientations as the major explanation of ethnic differences in the economic roles of women.
'For an examination of the historical trend in the United States, sec John D. Durand, The Labour Force in the United Stales. 1890 -1960 . (New York, 1968 , original ed. 1948 US$570 in 1973.9 This favourable economic situation rests partly on the historical legacy of being the world's leading producer of natural rubber and tin ore, and partly also on a concerted effort in recent decades to diversify the economic base into other areas, including industrialization.10
These economic changes have influenced the labour force participation of women in two ways: directly by affecting the demand for labour, both in number and composition, and indirectly by abetting the general forces of modernization. This latter influence may work by making it more acceptable for young women to seek wage employment. To provide some concrete evidence on these changes in the economic structure. Among the ethnic communities there are substantial cultural and socioeconomic divisions that have narrowed only slightly over the years.12 To illustrate some of the basic demographic and socioeconomic differences. Prior research on the labour force activities of women in Malaysia has been greatly limited by the availability of data. The 1957 Census was the first to publish data on activity rates by age-group, which is almost a prerequisite for any detailed analysis of labour force patterns. In the most comprehensive study based on the 1957 Census (with some comparisons with the 1947 Census and the 1962 Survey of Employment), Gavin Jones examined variations in women's participation rates between the three ethnic communities, using states (there are eleven states) as a surrogate measure for urban-rural differences. 13 Jones noted significant variations in the labour force participation rates among the three major ethnic communities that could not simply be explained by differential rural-urban residence. The highest activity rates were among Indian women, perhaps The theoretical expectations about the relationship between socioeconomic development and women's labour force participation are usually interpreted in terms of the type of employment. For instance, the U-shaped curve is based on the expectation that participation rates first decline as agricultural employment decreases, but subsequently rise as the modern non-agricultural sector expands. Table 3 shows the proportions of women employed in the agricultural and non-agricultural sector for each ethnic community for 1957 and 1970 . The lower panel in Table 3 summarizes the 1957-70 employment changes with percentage point differences between the two censuses, separately by ethnic community, sector, and age group. A couple of other findings in Table 3 deserve some further comment. The rise in agricultural employment among older Malay women, we believe, was the result of an artifact of measurement differences in the two censuses, namely, an underestimate of unpaid family workers in 1957. There seems to be no social or economic change during this period that would have led to more women working in the peasant agricultural sector; if anything, the opposite might be expected.
The large reduction in agricultural employment among Indian women, however, is probably an accurate assessment, with wage employment presenting fewer problems of measurement comparability. The wholesale elimination of jobs on Table 4 ); in fact, more than four of ten women have no schooling whatsoever. Our expectation is that education will increase both aspirations and qualifications for employment in the Modern sector.
Size of Place of Residence is a fourfold classification of the urban-rural continuum. It ranges from the largest cities of 75,000 or more to the smallest towns and rural villages of less than 1,000 people. Almost 60 per cent of women live in this last, predominantly rural category. Residence may shape women's work behaviour in two ways: firstly, by proving access to jobs of certain types. Peasant agriculture is probably the only possible opportunity for most women in rural environments, while larger towns and cities offer a more diverse setting of employment opportunities. Additionally, in larger towns, women may be freed from traditional customs that confine them to the household or household-owned farms or enterprises.
Our last independent variable is a combination of marital and family status. Women are first divided into three marital statuses: never married, married, and formerly married (widowed, divorced, and separated). Then married women are subdivided into those who have children and those who do not. This was done on the basis of a fertility question, and does not necessarily mean that dependent children are present in the household. Our expectation is that single women and married women without children have fewer family obligations and thus may be more inclined to seek employment. Formerly married women, because of economic need, may be somewhat more likely to be employed than married women.
The associations between these four independent variables and type of employment are shown in Marital/Family status is a measure of life-cycle status and is closely related to the age of the woman. Single women are young, and most formerly married women arc middle-aged or older. Thus, our variable which is designed to tap family obligations a demand that competes with outside-thc-home employment is closely intertwined with the effects of age and highly correlated variables, such as education.
But the results are in the expected direction, although the differences are very small.
Single women and married women without children are slightly more likely to be employed than married women with children, and formerly married women are a bit more likely to be employed than married women. In terms of type of work, single women are generally found in the Modern Non-Agricultural sector, while most other women work in agriculture.
The results in Table 4 allow for several general observations. First, the major determinants of women's participation in the world of work arc different, often in the opposite direction, for different sectors of the economy. The secular forces of urbanization, higher education, and later age at marriage are associated with modern non-agricultural employment, while agricultural employment is associated with the opposite criteria, low education, rural areas, and being married. The traditional non-agricultural sector seems to have little association with the background characteristics of women.
Thus the U-shaped curve hypothesis of the secular trend accurately points to the differential causes of women's labour force activity. But rather than try to measure the trend in the average of two different proportions or to measure its association with independent variables, it seems more realistic to separately examine the trend and determinants of the different types of work in a developing economy. In the next section, we consider both the bivariate and multivariate effects of these independent variables on a particular type of labour force behaviour employment in the modern non-agricultural sector. Since there are more modern sector employment opportunities available in the largest cities, the results come as no surprise. Whether urban areas break the "cake of custom" of belief that women belong in the household is not directly testable with these data. However,, the observation that urbanization is an equally powerful variable for all three ethnic communities, with quite different cultural values, suggests that urbanization is a liberating force in terms of women's economic roles.
The ethnic differentials within categories of Size of Place of Residence are really quite modest, and it would be difficult to support a hypothesis of differential cultural values on women's roles on the basis of these figures.
Marital Family Status
The last independent variable, Marital/Family Status, also has a strong effect, although patterns vary considerably with controls for other variables and across ethnic communities. Being single is by far the most important life-cycle status in determining whether a woman works in the modern sector. The effect is reduced with the other controls (probably owing to joint association of young age with higher education), but it still remains significant. The modest distinction between married without children and married with children virtually disappears with the introduction of the other variables. Perhaps the expectation that children will follow soon after marriage inhibits the employment of young married women. In contrast, the introduction of control variables raises the strength of being formerly married on modern sector employment. Chinese female labour force activity seem to fit most closely the developmental model. As the most urbanized ethnic community in Peninsular Malaysia, Chinese women may be the most likely group to respond to changing socioeconomic opportunities. The most dramatic change during the 1960s was the decline of labour force activities of Indian women, entirely in agricultural employment. As the plantation sector divested itself of a substantial share of its work force, agricultural employment rates of rural Indian women were cut by almost half. Since this occurred at all age groups, it is unlikely that natural attrition of workers can account for this downward trend. No developmental explanation is relevant here, but rather one must turn to the changing structure of plantation agriculture. An inquiry into the factors behind these changes is beyond the scope of this paper. But it should be noted that slow overall changes may mask rather amazing changes among sub-groups of the population.
The cross-sectional analysis of social background characteristics and type of employment in 1970 strengthens the interpretation of the trend analysis. Rural residence, low education, and married status are the characteristics associated with employment in agriculture, in both the traditional and modern sectors. The opposite characteristics, those linked to economic development, such as higher education, urban residence, and delayed marriage, are associated with employment in the modern non-agricultural sector. These findings clearly suggest that the winds of social change are evident and women are responding to the emerging employment opportunities. We are unable to sort out the relative influence of greater opportunities, increased career orientations, and growing social acceptance of women working, but we think that all are probably intertwined in the process of social change. 
